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Telework in the Federal Government: 
Background, Policy, and Oversight 



Summary 

Advances in information and computer technology; the development of the 
Internet; and the explosion of wireless and digital products, including powerful 
laptops, hand-held electronic devices, and remote work-access capabilities, have given 
some federal employees the ability to telework — work anytime from almost 
anyplace. Telework emerged as an option for the federal workforce over the last 
decade. Management considerations, such as productive and satisfied workers; 
environmental considerations, such as reduced traffic congestion and improved air 
quality; and quality of life considerations, such as accommodating the short- or long- 
term health problems or family responsibilities of employees, have been offered as 
justification for telework programs. Some believe that the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and the discovery of 
anthrax in Washington, DC, and other cities have fundamentally changed the 
workplace and demonstrated the practical application of telework to the continued 
operation of the government. Issues of security, crisis management, disaster recovery, 
and remote access to office computer systems are prompting some federal executive 
and legislative branch agencies and their employees to expand existing telework 
programs or to consider telework, although in many cases, how to implement 
telework remains unclear. 

Reservations about telework include managerial concerns about maintaining 
performance and productivity in the office or organization with fewer workers at the 
central site; the security of government records and the use of software licensed to the 
government on computers at the alternative work sites; and the availability of funding 
to provide necessary support for employees to work away from the main office. The 
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) reported in January 2002 that 74,487 federal 
employees telecommute. It is not known how many legislative branch staff telework. 
According to the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, the judicial branch does 
not currently have any teleworkers. Policies on telework are evolving. General 
policies and guidance on telework programs in the executive branch have been 
established by the General Services Administration and OPM. Although there are no 
corresponding entities in the legislative branch, a comparison of the policies and 
guidance for existing telework programs in this branch indicate that they are quite 
similar to those in the executive branch. Among the factors that reportedly contribute 
to successful telework experiences are top management support, a clear telework 
agreement that includes expectations and measurable goals, and accountability and 
performance results. 

Congress may remain interested in the issue of federal telework. Section 359 of 
P.L. 106-346 directs executive agencies to establish policies under which eligible 
employees could telecommute. The House Subcommittee on Technology and 
Procurement Policy conducted hearings in March and September 2001 on telework. 
This report discusses telework in the federal government, including background, 
views on telework, policy, implementation within the executive and legislative 
branches, and future considerations. 
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Telework in the Federal Government: 
Background, Policy, and Oversight 

Introduction 

Telework, working away from the traditional office, dates from the early 1930s, 
was publicly advocated in the early 1960s and late 1970s, and emerged as an option 
for the federal workforce over the last decade. Advances in information and 
computer technology; the development of the Internet; and the explosion of wireless 
and digital products, including powerful laptops, hand-held electronic devices, and 
remote work-access capabilities, have given some federal employees the ability to 
work anytime from almost anyplace. The employee’s home, a telework center, a 
client’s office, or an automobile may serve as the alternative worksite. Telework is 
also referred to as flexiplace, telecommuting, alternate work location, or alternative 
worksite, and these terms are used interchangeably in this report. 

Management considerations, such as productive and satisfied workers; 
environmental considerations, such as reduced traffic congestion and improved air 
quality; and quality of life considerations, such as accommodating the short or long- 
term health problems or family responsibilities of employees, are often cited as 
benefits of establishing telework programs. 

The practical application of telework to the continued operation of the 
government is being examined in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and the discovery of anthrax 
in Washington, DC, and other cities. Federal executive and legislative branch 
agencies and their employees are considering telework to help address issues of 
security, crisis management, disaster recovery, and remote access to office computer 
systems. Some advocates say that telework could have an important role in an 
agency’s emergency preparedness plans. In their view, having people with different 
areas of expertise (such as budget/financial, human resources, information technology) 
teleworking or prepared to telework could help ensure that in the event of a serious 
disruption of work at the main headquarters, teleworking staff could perform essential 
agency functions. 

Reservations about telework include managerial concerns about maintaining 
performance and productivity in the office or organization with fewer workers at the 
central site; the security of government records and the use of software licensed to the 
government on computers at the alternative work sites; and the availability of funding 
to provide necessary support for employees to work away from the main office. 
These issues will require continuous evaluation as decisions are made on the extent 
to which telework programs might be implemented in the executive and legislative 
branches. 
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General policies and guidance on the implementation of telework programs in 
the executive branch have been established by the General Services Administration 
(GSA) and the Office of Personnel Management (OPM). 1 Although the legislative 
branch has no corresponding entities, a comparison of the policies and guidance for 
this branch (where telework programs exist) indicate that they are quite similar to 
those of the executive branch. 2 GSA reported that about 26,000 executive branch 
employees (less than 1 % of the total executive branch workforce 3 ) were teleworking 
as of October 1999. 4 OPM reported in January 2002 that 74,487 federal employees 
telecommute. 5 It is not known how many legislative branch staff telework. According 
to the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, the judicial branch does not currently 
have any teleworkers. 6 

Because Congress maintains a high level of interest in the productivity of the 
federal workforce, it is expected to monitor the implementation and evaluation of 
telework programs in the federal government. Section 359 of the Department of 
Transportation Appropriations Bill for FY2001 (P.L. 106-346), which was signed by 
the President on October 23, 2000, includes a provision directing executive agencies 
to establish policies under which eligible employees could telecommute to the 



'U.S. General Services Administration, Implementation Manual for Telecommuting/ 
Telework , available on the Internet at [http://policyworks.gov/org/main/mp/library/policydocs/ 
mworkplce.htm]; U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Telework/T Recommitting, available 
on the Internet at [http://www.opm.gov/wrkfam/telecomm/telecomm.htm], both Web sites 
visited Dec. 17, 2001 . On July 5, 2001, GSA and OPM launched an Interagency Telework/ 
Telecommuting Site, [http://www.telework.gov/], visited Dec. 17, 2001, which has links to 
the Web sites of both agencies as well as guidance and policies from other agencies, including 
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 

2 A formally established telework program is distinct from other personnel policies for work 
at home that already may have been implemented by individual entities in both the executive 
and legislative branches. 

3 OPM reported that the executive branch civilian workforce totaled 2,640,859 as of May 2001 
(most current data available). See: U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Federal Civilian 
Workforce Statistics; Employment and Trends as of May 2001 (Washington: OPM, 2001), 

p. 12. 

4 Kellie Lunney, “Managers Still Tepid About Telecommuting,” July 26, 2000. Available on 
the Internet at [http://www.govexec.com/news/], visited Dec. 17, 2001. In Oct. 1998, OPM 
reported that there were 24,889 federal teleworkers in 42 federal departments and agencies. 
See: U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Memorandum for Directors of Personnel, from 
Steven R. Cohen, Director, Office of Workforce Relations, Nov. 20, 1998. 

5 U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Report to the Congress; The Status of Telework in 
the Federal Government (Washington: OPM, Jan. 2002), p. 6. 

6 In its December 1995 Long-Range Plan for the Federal Cou rts, the Judicial Conference of 
the United States recommended that “Working conditions for court support personnel should 
be progressive and make provision for,” among other things, “flexible work arrangements.” 
According to the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, its staff have attended seminars 
on telework. It is not aware of any judicial employees who are currently teleworking. 
(Telephone conversation with the Administrative Office, Dec. 5, 2000.) 




